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A NEW GENERIC NAME FOR TATE’S (1933) 
MICROTARSUS GROUP OF SOUTH AMERICAN 
MOUSE OPOSSUMS 
(MARSUPIALIA: DIDELPHIDAE) 

Alfred L. Gardner and G. Ken Creighton 

Abstract. —Until recently, all mouse opossums were considered as belonging 
to the genus Marmosa, as revised by Tate ( 1 933). Today, however, we recognize 
that Marmosa (s.l.) contains several distinctive species groups whose relation- 
ships are best expressed by dividing this complex into five genera as follows: 
Marmosa (s.s.), Marmosops, Micoureus, Thylamys, and a complex of species 
for which we propose a new name Gracilinanus because no genus-group name 
is available. 



Systematists have differed in their inter- 
pretation of the generic and subgeneric tax- 
onomy of the smaller mouse-sized marsu- 
pials of the family Didelphidae. Thomas 
(1888) grouped the known taxa of mouse 
opossums under the subgenus Micoureus in 
the genus Didelphys. Matschie (1916) dis- 
tributed these taxa among five subgenera of 
Didelphis: Marmosa, Grymaeomys, Mar- 
mosops, Thylamys, and Caluromys. Ca- 
brera (1919) grouped mouse opossums into 
two subgenera {Marmosa and Thylamys) 
under the genus Marmosa. Tate’s (1933) re- 
vision was the most comprehensive. Tate 
(1 933:22) believed that the genus Marmosa 
was a “‘good,’ natural genus of didelphids’’ 
that included all Neotropical mouse opos- 
sums. Although Tate acknowledged natural 
subunits in his concept of Marmosa, he did 
not recognize subgenera and, instead, used 
the following names to indicate five infor- 
mal groups: cinerea, murina, noctivaga, mi- 
crotarsus, and elegans. He also expressed 
the opinion (p. 22) that “there is always the 
chance that subgenera may be later con- 
verted into full genera, and thus, in the case 
of Marmosa the undoubted unity of the ge- 
nus be obscured.” 

Over the ensuing half-century, however, 
new information has made the division of 



Marmosa (sensu Tate 1933) into several 
genera a desirable and necessary step to bet- 
ter reflect relationships and natural assem- 
blages. Gilmore (1941) again divided Mar- 
mosa into the subgenera Marmosa and 
Thylamys but did not list species. Cabrera 
(1958) used Marmosa and Thylamys as sub- 
genera as he had earlier (Cabrera 1919) and 
followed the species associations of Tate 
(1933) except that he divided Tate’s micro- 
tarsus group, assigning the microtarsus sec- 
tion to Thylamys and the lepida section to 
Marmosa. Marshall (1981) listed the names 
Marmosa (“murine opossums”), Micoureus 
(“large murine opossums”), and Thylamys 
(“small murine opossums”), as genera 
among other didelphids and attributed this 
arrangement to a manuscript by Reig et al. 
subsequently published in 1985. Reig et al. 
(1985) assigned Tate’s (1933) murina and 
noctivaga groups to the genus Marmosa 
along with the more recently described taxa 
M. andersoni, M. cracens (incorrectly spelled 
crascens), and M. xerophila. They allocated 
Tate’s (1933) cinerea group to Micoureus. 
They also assigned the 14 species listed by 
Kirsch & Calaby (1977) along with Mar- 
mosa lepida, M. emiliae, and M. contrerasi, 
to Thylamys. Creighton (1984) also recog- 
nized five groups in his revision of the genus 
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Marmosa (s.l.)- He placed four of these {ci- 
nerea, murina, noctivaga, and microtarsus) 
in the subgenus Marmosa and the fifth {ele- 
gans) in the subgenus Thylamys. 

Despite Creighton’s (1984) conservative 
treatment of Marmosa (s.l.)> each of the 
groups he recognized corresponds to a genus 
in the sense used by Kirsh & Calaby (1977) 
and Reig et al. (1985, 1987). Creighton’s 
elegans-^o\x^ equals Thylamys and corre- 
sponds closely to Tate’s elegans group, but 
is more restrictive than construed by Ca- 
brera (1958), Kirsch & Calaby (1977), and 
Reig et al. (1985, 1987). We recognize Thy- 
lamys Gray, 1843 as a genus that includes 
the species T. elegans (genotype), T. ma- 
crura (Olfers, 1818:205; Didelphis grisea 
Desmarest, 1827, is a junior synonym), T. 
pallidior, T. pusillus, and T. velutinus. 
Creighton’s cinerea-groxup corresponds to 
that of Tate (1933) as used by Reig et al. 
(1985, 1987) under the generic name Mi- 
coureus Lesson, 1842 {Micoures Reig et al. 
1987, is an incorrect subsequent spelling), 
to which we assign the species Micoureus 
cinereus (genotype), M. constantiae, M. re- 
gina, and M. alstoni. Creighton’s murina- 
group is similar to Tate’s (1933) group by 
the same name except that Creighton also 
included M. lepida. The earliest available 
name for Creighton’s murina-growp is Mar- 
mosa Gray, 1821, which we use here as a 
genus in a narrower sense than treated by 
Reig et al. (1985, 1987). As we understand 
it, Marmosa (s.s.) includes Marmosa an- 
dersoni, M. canescens, M. lepida, M. mex- 
icana, M. murina (genotype), M. robinsoni, 
M. rubra, M. tyleriana, and M. xerophila. 
Reig et al. (1985, 1987) combined Tate’s 
noctivaga and murina groups under Mar- 
mosa. However, Creighton (1984) showed 
that Tate’s (1933) noctivaga group, with the 
addition of M. parvidens (which Tate had 
included in his microtarsus group), and the 
more recently described taxa M. cracens and 
M. handleyi, is a natural unit of closely re- 
lated species for which the name Marmo- 
sops Matschie, 1916, is available. Marmo- 



sops includes the species M. cracens, M. 
dorothea, M. fuscatus, M. handleyi, M. im- 
pavidus, M. incanus (genotype), M. invictus, 
M. noctivagus, and M. parvidens. This is 
similar to Reig et al.’s (1987:7) composition 
of Marmosops, which they ranked as a sub- 
genus of Marmosa. 

Creighton’s (1984) fifth taxon, the micro- 
tarsus-growp, is nearly identical to Tate’s 
microtarsus section with the addition of the 
more recently described M. agricolai. How- 
ever, Kirsch & Calaby (1977) and Reig et 
al. (1985, 1987) followed Cabrera (1958) in 
combining Tate’s (1933) elegans group and 
microtarsus section under Thylamys, along 
with some other taxa that Creighton (1984) 
showed belong elsewhere. Creighton includ- 
ed nine species in his microtarsus-%yo\xp, 
although here we recognize only six. No ge- 
nus-group name is available for this species 
complex for which we propose the name: 

Gracilinanus, new genus 

Type species. —Didelphys microtarsus 
Wagner, 1842:359; type locality “Ypane- 
ma” (=Bacaetava), Sao Paulo, Brazil. 

Etymology. — From the Latin gracilis 
(thin, slender) and Greek nanos (dwarf) 
combined to reflect the small size and slen- 
der or gracile form of the species included 
in this genus. 

Distribution. — Gracilinanus contains six 
living species whose composite geographic 
range is below 3000 m in the tropical and 
subtropical zone east of the Andean Cor- 
dillera of South America. 

Diagnosis and description.— A genus of 
small mouse opossums (head and body, 
85.0-130.0 mm; tail, 90.0-150.0 mm). The 
ratio of tail length to head-and-body length 
is always greater than 1.3 and usually less 
than 1.5. Dorsal pelage ranges from bright 
reddish brown to dull brownish gray. The 
tail has small (more than 40 per cm) round- 
ed to square scales, arranged in annular rows. 
Triplet interscalar hairs are subequal in 
length with the middle hair about three scale 
rows long. The diameter of the middle hair 
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is about twice that of the lateral hairs, but 
not as stout and petiolate as in Marmosops. 
The tail is weakly bicolored in some species 
{G. agilis and G. marica) and unicolored 
fuscous in others {G. aceramarcae, G. dryas, 
and G. microtarsus). Claws on the manus 
do not extend beyond terminal digital pads. 
The central palmar surfaces lack the gran- 
ular appearance of those of Thylamys and 
Monodelphis. All palmar and plantar tu- 
bercles (description by Creighton 1984) are 
present and separated by at least a double 
row of granules. Sparse granules are present 
on the central plantar surface. Granules on 
the proximal ventral surfaces of the digits 
are fused into transverse bars. The skull lacks 
postorbital processes; however, the su- 
praorbital margin of the frontals may be 
beaded in larger individuals of some species. 
The lambdoidal crest is weakly developed 
or absent except in the largest individuals. 
The hard palate is highly fenestrated, usu- 
ally with three pairs of medial fenestrae 
(medial, posteromedial, and mesolateral— 
described in Creighton 1984). The postero- 
lateral fenestrae are moderate in size, usu- 
ally about a third to half the breadth of the 
last upper molar in length. The nasals are 
moderately expanded laterally at the max- 
illo-frontal suture. The auditory bullae are 
relatively large compared with those of 
Marmosa, Micoureus, and Marmosops, but 
proportionately smaller than in Thylamys. 
A slender anteromedial process of the ali- 
sphenoid portion of the auditory bulla is 
always present, although frequently dam- 
aged during specimen preparation. The sec- 
ond upper premolar is always larger than 
the third. The incisors increase slightly in 
size from 12 through 15. The lower canines 
are relatively short compared with those of 
Marmosa, Micoureus, and Thylamys, but 
are not as short or premolariform as in Mar- 
mosops. 

Species of Gracilinanus are distinguish- 
able from those of Marmosops by the shape 
and arrangement of tail scales and bristles, 
the non-premolariform lower canine, and 



the presence of pectoral mammae. They can 
be separated from species of Thylamys by 
the absence of seasonal fat deposits in the 
tail (thus non-incrassate), absence of dense- 
ly granular central palmar and plantar sur- 
faces, and relatively longer digits and broad- 
er interdigital pads on manus and pes. 
Gracilinanus can be distinguished from 
Marmosa and Micoureus by the lack of 
postorbital processes on the frontals and by 
the annular arrangement of minute scales 
on the tail. 

Included species. — 

Gracilinanus aceramarcae {Marmosa ac- 
eramarcae Tate, 1931:12; type locality 
“Rio Aceramarca, tributary of Rio Un- 
duavi, Yungas,” La Paz, Bolivia). 
Gracilinanus agilis (Grymaeomys agilis 
Burmeister, 1854:139; type locality “La- 
goa Santa,” Minas Gerais, Brazil). 

Synonyms: 

Marmosa Beatrix Thomas, 1 9 1 0:502; type 
locality “Ipu,” Ceara, Brazil. 

Marmosa muscula Shamel, 1930a:83; 
type locality “Kilometro 182” (=Ria- 
cho Pilaga, 1 0 miles northwest of Km 
182), Formosa, Argentina. 

Marmosa formosa Shamel, 1930b:311; 
renaming of M. muscula Shamel, 
1 930a, preoccupied by Didelphis {Mar- 
mosa) musculus Cabanis, 1848. 
Marmosa agilis chacoensis Tate, 1931:10; 

type locality “Sapucay,” Paraguay. 
Marmosa agilis buenavistae Tate, 1931: 
10; type locality “Buena vista. Depart- 
ment of Santa Cruz, Bolivia.” 
Marmosa agilis peruana Tate, 1931:11; 
type locality “Tingo Maria, Rio Hua- 
llaga,” Huanuco, Peru.” 

Marmosa unduaviensis Tate, 1931:11; 
type locality “Pitiguaya, Rio Unduavi, 
Yungas,” La Paz, Bolivia. 

Marmosa blaseri Miranda-Ribeiro, 1936: 
373; type locality “S. Bento,” Goias, 
Brazil. 

Thylamys rondoni Miranda-Ribeiro, 
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1936:387; type locality ‘‘salto do Se- 
potuba e S. Joao da Serra do Norte,” 
Mato Grosso, Brazil. 

Gracilinanus dryas {Marmosa dryas Thom- 
as, 1898:456; type locality ‘‘Culata, Me- 
rida, Venezuela”). 

Gracilinanus emiliae {Marmosa emiliae 
Thomas, 1909:379; type locality 'Tara, 
Brazil”). 

Synonym: 

Marmosa agricolai Moojen, 1943:2; type 
locality "Crato, Ceara,” Brazil. 

Gracilinanus marica {Marmosa marica 
Thomas, 1898:455; type locality "R. Al- 
barregas, Merida, Venezuela”). 

Gracilinanus microtarsus {Didelphys micro- 
tarsus Wagner, 1842:359; type locality 
"Ypanema,” Sao Paulo, Brazil). 

Synonyms: 

Marmosa microtarsus guahybae Tate, 
1931:10; type locality "Island of Gua- 
hyba near Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do 
Sul,” Brazil. 

Marmosa herhardti Miranda-Ribeiro, 
1936:382; type locality "Humboldt,” 
Santa Catarina, Brazil. 
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